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i S E S  G O N E ?  
a c e ,  
n g ,  
h u n n e d ,  
e k e d ,  
E T H I C S  I N  B U S I N E S S  A N D  
C O M M U N I C A T I O N S  
F r e d  C h a p m a n  
B u s i n e s s  e t h i c s  i s  n o t  j u s t  a  2 0 t h  c e n t u r y  p h e n o m e n o n .  T h e  r o o t s  g o  b a c k  t o  t h e  
t i m e  w h e n  p e o p l e  s t a r t e d  t r a d i n g  w i t h  o n e  a n o t h e r .  E t h i c s  i s  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  m o r a l i t y  o f  
b e h a v i o r ,  p a r t  o f  o u r  v a l u e  s y s t e m  t h a t  d e v e l o p s  w i t h i n  o u r  f a m i l y  a n d  o u r  
r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  o t h e r s .  T h e r e  a r e  g e n e r a l l y  a c c e p t e d  n o r m s  w e  u s e  i n  d e a l i n g  w i t h  
e a c h  o t h e r .  
O n e  o f  t h e  i m p o r t a n t  e t h i c a l  b e n c h m a r k s  i n  b u s i n e s s  o c c u r r e d  i n  t h e  1 6 t h  
C e n t u r y ,  w h e n  n e w  t r a d e  r o u t e s  t o  t h e  F a r  E a s t  m a d e  V e n i c e  t h e  c a p i t a l  o f  
i n t e r n a t i o n a l  t r a d e .  N e w  r u l e s  h a d  t o  b e  d e v e l o p e d ,  b e c a u s e  d i f f e r e n t  c u l t u r e s  h a d  
t h e i r  o w n  v a l u e s  f o r  d e a l i n g  w i t h  o n e  a n o t h e r .  I n  o r d e r  f o r  t r a d e  t o  p r o s p e r ,  
e x c h a n g e s  o f  g o o d s  h a d  t o  b e n e f i t  p a r t i e s  o f  d i f f e r e n t  f o l k w a y s  a n d  m o r e s .  
T h r o u g h  t h e  y e a r s ,  t h e r e  w e r e  c o n t i n u i n g  r e f i n e m e n t s  i n  b u s i n e s s  e t h i c s .  O n e  o f  
t h e  m o r e  g r a p h i c  e x a m p l e s  i n  t h e  N o r t h  A m e r i c a n  c o l o n i e s  w a s  t h e  l a u n c h i n g  o f  a  
n e w  n e w s p a p e r  i n  B o s t o n ,  P u b l i c  O c c u r a n c e s  B o t h  F o r r e i g n  a n d  D o m e s t i c k .  T h e  
p a p e r ,  w i s h i n g  t o  p r o m o t e  p u b l i c  e t h i c s ,  a i m e d  i t s  p o i n t s  a t  t h e  B r i t i s h  g o v e r n m e n t .  
B r i t i s h  a u t h o r i t i e s  c l o s e d  t h e  p a p e r  w i t h i n  f o u r  d a y s  o f  t h e  f i r s t  i s s u e  o f  t h e  
p u b l i c a t i o n  a n d  d e s t r o y e d  a l l  c o p i e s  t h e y  c o u l d  g e t  t h e i r  h a n d s  o n .  
E t h i c s  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  b e c a m e  i d e n t i f i e d  i n  t h e  1 9 t h  C e n t u r y  w i t h  W e s t e r n  
e x p a n s i o n  w h e n  t h e  p u b l i c  d e m a n d e d  g o v e r n m e n t  a c t i o n  t o  e n d  t h e  a b u s e s  m a n y  
b u s i n e s s e s  w e r e  p r a c t i c i n g :  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  t h e  r a i l r o a d s '  m o n o p o l y  o n  t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  a t  
t h e  e x p e n s e  o f  t h e  M i d w e s t e r n  f a r m e r s .  T h e  r e s u l t  w a s  t h e  c r e a t i o n  o f  t h e  I n t e r s t a t e  
C o m m e r c e  C o m m i s s i o n  t o  r e g u l a t e  r a i l r o a d s .  W h e n  t h e  o r i g i n a l  S t a n d a r d  O i l  
C o m p a n y  b u i l t  a  m o n o p o l y  w h i c h  r e s u l t e d  i n  f e w e r  o i l  c o m p a n y  c o m p e t i t o r s  a n d  
h i g h e r  c o n s u m e r  p r i c e s ,  C o n g r e s s  r e s p o n d e d  w i t h  t h e  S h e r m a n  A n t i - T r u s t  A c t .  
U p t o n  S i n c l a i r ' s  a n d  S i n c l a i r  L e w i s '  b o o k s  a b o u t  t h e  a b u s e s  o f  b u s i n e s s  p r a c t i c e s  i n  
t h e  m e a t  a n d  o t h e r  i n d u s t r i e s  i n f l u e n c e d  p u b l i c  o p i n i o n  a n d  h e l p e d  b r i n g  a b o u t  t h e  
P u r e  F o o d  a n d  D r u g  A c t .  
C l e a r l y ,  i n  t h e s e  e v e n t s  t h e r e  w e r e  l e s s o n s  f o r  b u s i n e s s :  t r e a t  t h e  p u b l i c  f a i r l y  o r  
t h e  g o v e r n m e n t  w i l l  s e t  c o m m e r c i a l  s t a n d a r d s  o f  c o n d u c t .  
T h e  b u s i n e s s  c o m m u n i t y  s a w  t h e  t h r e a t  a s  r e a l .  I n  t h e  l a t e  1 9 t h  c e n t u r y ,  t h e  
f l e d g l i n g  a d v e r t i s i n g  i n d u s t r y ,  n o t e d  f o r  f l a g r a n t  a b u s e s  o f  a c c u r a c y ,  d r a f t e d  t h e  f i r s t  
c o d e  o f  e t h i c s .  T h i s  v o l u n t a r y  c o d e  e s s e n t i a l l y  t o l d  t h o s e  i n  t h e  a d v e r t i s i n g  f i e l d  t h a t  
t h e  f i r m s  a g r e e i n g  t o  a d h e r e  t o  t h e  c o d e  w o u l d  c o n d u c t  t h e i r  b u s i n e s s  p r a c t i c e s  i n  a  
f a i r  w a y .  A  f o r m a l  c o d e  o f  e t h i c s  w a s  a d o p t e d  b y  t h e  A m e r i c a n  A d v e r t i s i n g  
F e d e r a t i o n  i n  1 9 1 1 .  T o d a y ,  t h i s  f e d e r a t i o n  i s  s t r o n g e r  t h a n  e v e r  a s  a  g u i d e  t o  e t h i c a l  
b u s i n e s s  c o n d u c t .  
E t h i c s  o n  t h e  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  f r o n t  g o t  a  b i g  b o o s t  w h e n  R o t a r y  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  w a s  
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formed in 1906. The founders of Rotary fostered "The Four-Way Test," which asks 
the more than 1.5 million members in more than 150 countries through the world: 
"Is it the truth? 
"Is it fair to all concerned? 
"Will it build good will and better friendships? 
"Will it be beneficial to all concerned?" 
Local businesses, concerned about reputations which could decline from dealing 
with shady operators, led in the formation of the Better Business Bureau with a code 
of ethics that local merchants should follow. It was plain good business to keep 
customers contented so they would return for future purchases. 
Journalists,too, through the Society of Professional Journalists/Sigma Delta Chi, 
have a code to guide the ethical conduct of news people. Those working in the public 
relations field are well aware that the days of press junkets are a thing of the past. 
When public relations practitioners plan a major out-of-town event, it is well known 
that reporters from the New York Times, Wall Street Journal, Washington Post, Los 
Angeles Times, Associated Press, and other major news organizations will insist on 
paying their own transportation, lodging and other travel expenses so that they can 
maintain their objectivity. 
Ivy Lee, perhaps the earliest true public relations practitioner, drafted principles 
for ethical dealings with the news media. These laid the foundation for the Public 
Relations Society of America's code of ethics, which the society's more than 16,000 
members have agreed to abide by. 
While each communication professional organization has specific standards in its 
individual codes, executives from more than 1 00 companies from other fields such 
as administration, finance, human resources and marketing were polled by Public 
Relations Review for the Spring 1993 issue and rated public relations performance 
competency highest involving these issues: 
o Being moral and ethical 
• Possessing integrity 
o Always giving one's best 
o Being totally trustworthy. 
In a report from the Public Relations Committee for the Public Relations Society 
of America in the November 1993 issue of Public Relations Journal, these burning 
contemporary ethical issues facing the profession were listed: 
o Discrimination, including sexual harassment; 
o Misinformation or dissemination of misleading information; 
o Propaganda vs the public's right to know; 
o Misuse of funds; 
o The avoidance of corporate responsibility for unsafe products or 
those which can harm consumers; 
o Destruction of natural resources. 
Many of these ethical points were emphasized in remarks made before West 
Michigan public relations practitioners in the Fall of 1993 on television interview tips 
by Rick Gevers, news director of WOOD-TV: 
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Be honest. If yo 
mistake, admit it. 
you or your org; 
away. Don't drag 
very bad [story] 1 
Don't ever lie. C 
finish you as a ne 
Creditability is the prin 
communications career iE 
J r - W a y  T e s t , "  w h i c h  a s k s  
i e s  t h r o u g h  t h e  w o r l d :  
: a u l d  d e c l i n e  f r o m  d e a l i n g  
; i n e s s  B u r e a u  w i t h  a  c o d e  
1  g o o d  b u s i n e s s  t o  k e e p  
s e s .  
J r n a l i s t s / S i g m a  D e l t a  C h i ,  
h o s e  w o r k i n g  i n  t h e  p u b l i c  
t s  a r e  a  t h i n g  o f  t h e  p a s t .  
v n  e v e n t ,  i t  i s  w e l l  k n o w n  
1 a l ,  W a s h i n g t o n  P o s t ,  L o s  
) r g a n i z a t i o n s  w i l l  i n s i s t  o n  
x p e n s e s  s o  t h a t  t h e y  c a n  
: t i t i o n e r ,  d r a f t e d  p r i n c i p l e s  
f o u n d a t i o n  f o r  t h e  P u b l i c  
o c i e t y ' s  m o r e  t h a n  1 6 , 0 0 0  
I S  s p e c i f i c  s t a n d a r d s  i n  i t s  
i e s  f r o m  o t h e r  f i e l d s  s u c h  
n g  w e r e  p o l l e d  b y  P u b l i c  
b l i c  r e l a t i o n s  p e r f o r m a n c e  
~ P u b l i c  R e l a t i o n s  S o c i e t y  
n s  J o u r n a l ,  t h e s e  b u r n i n g  
~d: 
> r m a t i o n ;  
1 s a f e  p r o d u c t s  o r  
n a r k s  m a d e  b e f o r e  W e s t  
m  t e l e v i s i o n  i n t e r v i e w  t i p s  
B e  h o n e s t .  I f  y o u  o r  t h e  o r g a n i z a t i o n  y o u  r e p r e s e n t  h a v e  m a d e  a  
m i s t a k e ,  a d m i t  i t .  I f  a n  a p o l o g y  i s  i n  o r d e r ,  a p o l o g i z e .  B e  f o r t h r i g h t .  I f  
y o u  o r  y o u r  o r g a n i z a t i o n  h a v e  m a d e  a  m i s t a k e ,  a d m i t  i t  a l l  r i g h t  
a w a y .  D o n ' t  d r a g  i t  o u t .  I t ' s  p r o b a b l y  b e t t e r  f o r  y o u  i f  t h e r e  i s  o n e  . .  .  
v e r y  b a d  [ s t o r y ]  t h a n  t h r e e  w e e k s  w o r t h  o f  s m a l l e r  b a d  s t o r i e s  . . .  .  
D o n ' t  e v e r  l i e .  D O N ' T  E V E R  L I E .  D O N ' T  E V E R  L I E .  N o t h i n g  w i l l  
f i n i s h  y o u  a s  a  n e w s  s o u r c e  m o r e  q u i c k l y  t h a n  l y i n g .  N o t h i n g .  
C r e d i t a b i l i t y  i s  t h e  p r i m a r y  r e s o u r c e  p e o p l e  i n  c o m m u n i c a t i o n s  h a v e .  A  s u c c e s s f u l  
c o m m u n i c a t i o n s  c a r e e r  i s  c l o s e l y  t i e d  i n  w i t h  p u b l i c  a n d  p r o f e s s i o n a l  t r u s t .  
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